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Recent studies on the student experience in Higher Education (JISC Learner Experiences of eLearning, 2006; TESEP, 2007) suggest that a collection of technologies, including both institutional and non-institutional tools, are crucial in connecting students’ informal and formal learning. However, there is little research on how these technologies can be successfully integrated into the experiences of new staff as learners on PG Cert HE programmes, in order to motivate their pedagogic thinking. With the HE sector focusing upon strategies for engaging diverse groups of learners, and for supporting flexible and work-based learning, understanding how a range of learners can develop their pedagogic practice in HE is critical.

The development of these skills is an area which is ill-defined and complex, with many personal, peer-group, technical and systemic factors impacting on the learning experience. Recent overview research has focused upon the affordances of the read/write web, or Web 2.0, for the development of constructivist approaches to pedagogic development (Anderson, 2007; DMU, 2008; Franklin and van Harmelen, 2007). This aligns with Siemens’ view of personal learning development as a process of making meaning through socialisation, interaction and collaboration (2008).

This paper evaluates the impact of read/write web technologies on the pedagogic engagement of PG Cert HE participants in one institution. It assesses the implications of the read/write web, for: the personalisation of learning; student motivation and participation with the learning process; and, the relationship between informal and formal learning contexts. The voices of both participants and tutors are evaluated, and underpin recommendations for practitioners wishing to enhance PG Cert HE curricula. A critical strand is embedding strategies that empower those PG Cert HE participants to be better placed to engage with their own learners.

The Context of the PG Cert HE

The role of the PG Cert HE is to challenge the teaching process with a view to enhancing academic practice and student learning. Across the sector this challenge is impacted both by external drivers like the status of teaching within the profession and the requirements of professional bodies, and by internal, institutional drivers like the recognition of learning and teaching enhancement and the impact of work-based learning. Therefore, in the delivery of PG Cert HE curricula reflective practice is key to engaging new staff in a context of change (Edwards and Nicoll, 2006).

Nicholls (2002, p. 110) argues that ‘there are more positive ways forward than imposing a professional development system that is based on operational competence and practical outcomes’. She demands that academics focus upon themselves as reflective learners, and the formal curricular aspects of programmes like a PG Cert HE are only part of a professional development solution. Any conception of professional learning is systemic, and involves interplay between individuals and their environments in situated, work-based social practices (Knight, Tait and Yorke, 2006). Event-led professional educational development complements rather than displaces situated social learning. Critically, non-institutional learning may enable staff to make a coherent, personal response to subject or professional change (Knight, 1998; Conrad, 2008).

The diverse, institutional structures of PG Cert HE programmes facilitate both formal and non-formal learning experiences, and provide spaces that enable reflective practice to be discussed and new pedagogic strategies to crystallise. This enables academics to develop their capacity to be adaptive. Moreover, these structures enable staff to position themselves within broader, inter-departmental communities of practice (Fry et al., 2004). This participatory approach demands the deployment of collaborative, interactive tools.

The PG Cert HE at De Montfort University

The PG Cert HE at DMU is underpinned by Fry et al’s taxonomy (2004) of conceptual frameworks, in particular the mechanisms used to bring about participant engagement and pedagogic change. Such conceptual frameworks focus upon constructivist learning theory (Driscoll,1994) and the need for individual schemata to change, in order for learning to occur. This personalisation is connected to experiential learning and reflective practice (Kolb, 1984; Schon, 1987) and formal developments in professional practice (Eraut, 1994), through a problem-based approach. In turn, this enables the development of socially situated learning, where students can define and discuss strategies for overcoming specific curriculum issues (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Reflection on these approaches is then assessed formatively to support the process of pedagogic adaptation.

In developing problem-based approaches, Bruner’s (1966) concept of the spiral curriculum has been influential in framing participant-engagement in the process of pedagogic change. Developmental activities include:
	role-modeling teaching behaviours in small groups;
	team-based analysis of the language and concepts of education;
	hands-on synchronous and asynchronous sessions with e-learning champions;
	learning-set activities;
	formal and informal pedagogic discussion, including blogging; and
	peer-observation of teaching and mentor support.

Therefore, in the delivery of DMU’s PG Cert HE, framing a space in which academics can reflect and develop a program of personal, developmental activities is central. However, this is framed by informal and formal participation in networks or communities of practice (Wenger, 1999). Collaboration encourages us to consider educational designs not only in terms of techniques for supporting the construction of subject knowledge, but also in their effects on the formation of professional identities. Thus, PG Cert HE participants develop:
	places of engagement (learning spaces);
	materials and experiences (learning tasks) with which to build professional  identities; and
	ways of making their actions matter (learning partnerships).





In a short time-span, there has been a step-change in the affordances of web-based applications. Tools can be embedded within the curriculum at low cost in order to connect people and information. These tools are often known as Web 2.0 applications (O’Reilly, 2005), but they are also usefully referred to as read/write web applications. The use of the term ‘read/write’ emphasises an approach rather than a toolset and stresses the marriage of broadcast and interactive tools within a personalisable environment.

These applications afford opportunities for: social networking, using software like Facebook; social bookmarking, using tools like del.icio.us; user-generated content, using blog and wiki software; virtual representation in worlds like Second Life; the syndication of content including multimedia; and innovative approaches to content and application-handling, including mash-ups and aggregation. Their impact has prompted practitioners to re-evaluate curriculum delivery, and Sharpe (2006, p. 16) has highlighted that:

This shift creates an era of opportunity for education. At the heart of education and learning lie the encounters that an individual has with people, places and things, and the opportunity each encounter presents for interaction, challenge and growth. As digital technology pervades everything around us, we can enrich each encounter to harness the global resources of the information world and of learning communities, to make it more appropriate in that moment to that individual.

These connections are realised through the interplay between applications and people. Anderson (2007) has highlighted six key areas in which these connections are made real: user-generated content; the power of the crowd; data on an epic scale; an architecture that supports participation; network effects; and openness in content and computer code. That said, there are still many issues for educators to consider, around identity, engagement, privacy and technological confidence. Anderson (2007, p. 53) pinpoints ‘the need to explore further the informal, social aspects of the learning that takes place and the many issues concerning participation. We cannot, for example, assume everyone is happy working in the “self-publish” mode.’ However, engaging with read/write web relationships and experiences forms part of an agenda for educational change, through networked professional development (Gergen, 2003, p. 46; Goodfellow and Lea, 2007, p. 74).

The Read/Write Web and the PG Cert HE

Whilst read/write technologies offer opportunities for social networking, user-generated content and mobile learning, they require universities to gear-up staff development opportunities within curriculum teams and support staff. Developing the engagement of academic staff with both technologies and their impact upon the learning environments experienced by learners is crucial.

The DMU e-Learning Pathfinder Project (DMU, 2008), focused upon building enhanced institutional knowledge of both read/write web technologies and the developmental strategies that support pedagogic participation. Due to their cultural role as future pedagogic leaders and champions, PG Cert HE participants were targeted for development work. The development of these academics is vital because it extends the technological scope of those teams and keeps the emphasis on pedagogy.

Therefore, the following, technology-enhanced development plan was implemented.
1.	Students participated in face-to-face demonstrations, discussions and modeling of current practice. This was designed to enable students to reflect on, and share, their own practices and expectations.
2.	Following a baseline study at the end of the first workshop, students were asked to post their reflections on read/write web concepts to a PG Cert HE blog. This functioned as a tool for engaging students in the practical and technical use of new media, as well as enabling some to take the step of actually participating.
3.	As a complement to the blogging activity, students were asked to develop an action plan, which was to be posted on a collaborative wiki. Students were also invited to comment on at least one of their peers’ action plans.
4.	Differentiated strategies enabled students to carry out their plans: faculty champions were available for one-to-one help in designing learning activities; small group face-to-face and synchronous sessions focused upon particular technologies in context; and review sessions enabled students to engage with issues like assessment.
5.	The summative assignments focused on enabling the individual student to evaluate the implementation and impact of her/his action plan.

The design of these interventions was predicated upon shared experiences and aspirations. Moreover, it focused upon active, personalised group work, with hands-on, small-group development sessions, where tasks based upon emergent issues enable learners to understand their own context and that of others. The wiki-based action plans were designed to shape the direction of their personal, learning development with commentary from tutors and peers.

A note on evaluation

The discussion that follows pivots around the impact on the curriculum priorities of PG Cert HE participants of deploying read/write technologies at DMU. The evaluation is designed to analyse conversations about emergent curriculum approaches, in order to examine how the tools provided are being embedded. It focuses upon the triangulation of two datasets.
1.	Student evaluations: in-depth interviews, video and questionnaire analysis with 33 PG Cert HE participants from four University faculties in 2007-08.
2.	Thematic analysis of 18 wikis created as curriculum-based action plans.

The evaluation approach examines what students say about the impact of the read/write web on their experiences, in order to provide a pragmatic description of their expectations for the use of those tools and approaches in the curriculum. This accords with the view of Reason (2003, p. 106) that the ‘fundamental strategy of action research is to “open communicative space” and help the emergence of “communities of inquiry”’.’ This approach becomes rigorous through consensual participation. As Elliott (2007, p. 159) has noted: ‘the democratic process of enquiry determines… which descriptions of the human environment, natural as well social, best enable human beings effectively to interact with it to satisfy their needs and desires.’.

The Impact of Read/Write Web Approaches on the PG Cert HE

A baseline survey with PG Cert HE learners demonstrated that a wide variety of technologies was being used in teaching. These broadly categorised into tools for general web searching [n=16], the use of the Blackboard virtual learning environment [n=17] and email [n=16], and using digital equipment like whiteboards, smart boards and DVD players [n=13]. However, it revealed a raft of untapped expertise, precisely because staff were engaging with read/write web tools like Facebook [n=4], Flickr [n=4], MSN [n=6], SKYPE [n=6] and texting [n=4], alongside more general use of the web [n=14] and digital equipment like MP3 players, digital cameras and mobile devices [n=12].

Most staff thought e-learning was embedded to some extent and was becoming more so each session within their programmes and departments. One member of library staff noted ‘We are user lead and our users are at least familiar with ICT. For the Library, we must provide a medium with which our users can operate.’ This issue of engaging with student-led technologies was relevant for seven academics, one of whom noted ‘Neither of us are particularly switched on to technology [but we are] aware we need to up our game’, whilst a distance learning tutor added ‘we cannot function efficiently without these technologies’.

This baseline also highlighted that participants felt the student experience could be enhanced technologically, through:
	better access to information [n=5];
	the extension of face-to-face work [n=13];
	scaffolding IT literacy [n=8];
	developing student-led learning [n=12]; and
	developing interactivity [n=8]

Connecting up personal and academic technologies was critical for one participant who noted ‘Learning should simulate their real-life experiences which are full of emerging gadgetry and technology.’ this member of staff wanted to ‘shift responsibility of learning to the learner and possibly engage students when they are switched off by other methods’.

These PG Cert HE participants focused upon how far technologies could enhance the student experience, through sharing, widening of access, accessibility, and better means of communication. They saw a greater choice and variety of methods enhancing teaching and learning, alongside a sense that new technologies could help transcend geographical distance and provide an immediate, direct line between student and teacher, and between peers. Crucially, they felt they needed to understand where the students were 'at', both socially and technologically.

Subsequent action-planning revealed that the PG Cert HE learners’ hopes for their students centred around the following.
	Enhanced teacher–student communication, in particular for providing subject-based and assessment information.
	Enhanced peer–peer and student-lead developments, focusing upon conceptual discussion and reflection.
	Developing their students’ critical literacy.

However, some staff did not develop pedagogic action plans, but based on elements upon understanding specific tools like: Blackboard; multimedia; and blogs and wikis.

Table 1 Issues developed in participant action plans
Pedagogic/technological issue	Number of students [N=18]
Develop the use of BlackboardDevelop the use of multimedia, including the use of MP3 playersLearn how to use blogs/wikisEmbed blogs and wikis in curriculum contextEmbed read/write web tools for assessment and feedbackEmbed read/write web tools to deliver contentEmbed read/write web tools for discussion and reflection	34392106

Overall, eight of these action plans were fully implemented, whilst five students attend a development sessions but did not implement actions in their teaching practice. Only five of the 18 did not implement a more returned to relevant sessions or attend development sessions.

For many of these learners, time and support for pedagogic development were barriers. The PG Cert HE programme leader noted ‘it's good to get an overview about how we want students to experience what we teach (and why). This will always go back to the basics of knowing the group; where they've come from; where they're heading, in the broadest sense.’ These issues are illustrated by two examples from the student action plans. One participant recognised the need to understand where their students were coming from:

I floated the idea of setting up a wiki with my criminal law students - first year undergrads. In two classes of about ten each, after the tumbleweed had blown across the floor, there was a flicker of recognition about the concept and even some enthusiasm. This was quite a surprise, given that they're supposed to know about wikis etc. Anybody else come across this?

A second illustrated the personal, technological implications: ’Face to face interaction is limited and I feel I need to improve both my technical know how, my understanding of the theory of e-learning and my skill as an e-tutor.’

However, three staff in particular had a more complex view of how read/write web technologies could enhance their pedagogic practice. One argued that ‘I’m aiming for the students to be responsive, through harnessing the power of e-learning. I’d like to consider and potentially include ideas that come up from students in future class activities or learning.’ A second stated ‘The students already use a blog for their critical studies module so all are used to an “on-line” way of working. This will enable the students to create a wider discourse around their studies.’ Intriguingly, this PG Cert HE participant wanted to develop a more user-centred learning environment: ‘In my research I found that there was already software to enable students to have these technologies but could they all be combined?’

The later survey encouraged staff to reflect on the impact of professional development in read/write web technologies through the PG Cert HE. There was a general feeling that opportunities had been created to adopt new and creative approaches and that if staff has not embarked upon the programme, an important agenda would have been missed. These learners highlighted particular teaching benefits, namely: increased pedagogic creativity; the potential to engage with new markets; the ability to support a range of learning needs and styles.





Evaluation highlighted that PG Cert HE participants already use a wide variety of read/write technologies in their social and professional lives, and have a high level of potential expertise for embedding these tools in the curriculum. This is particularly the case given their hopes for engaging their students in critical discussion and reflection.

However, many students either attended read/write web development sessions but did not subsequently implement curriculum changes, or neither attended sessions nor made changes. Moreover, in general, the wiki-based action plans were not collaboratively used or dynamic. This highlights a need to engage all PG Cert HE participants in meaningful, situated tasks.

Therefore it is critical that PG Cert HE leaders model effective e-learning practices, such as the use of blogs and wikis in giving feedback. Whilst the maintenance of Masters-level practice is central, practitioners need to incorporate these tools into assessment processes, for instance in the creation of shorter, patchwork assessments, based around focused tasks.

Critically, this use of read/write web technologies has enabled the team to make in-roads into the learning diversity agenda. One recommendation is to make links stronger between user-focused tools and diverse learner needs.  Again, this needs further modelling in practice, through process of PG Cert HE leaders consistently engaging with read/write technologies. In this way, the power of inter-disciplinary communities of practice can lead change. As one practitioner argued:
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